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SKILLS-BASED SCHEDULING FOR 
TELEPHONE CALL CENTERS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Technical Field 

The present invention relates generally to software tools 
used to model the behavior of complex physical systems and 
more particularly to a method for generating agent schedules 
for a telephone call center operation based on the “skill” 
pro?les of the agent population. 

2. Description of the Related Art 
A “call center” is an organiZation of people, telecommu 

nications equipment and management softWare, With a mis 
sion of ef?ciently handling telephone-based customer con 
tact. A typical call center must balance competing goals. 
Customers should experience high quality and consistent 
service as measured, for example, by hoW long the custom 
er’s call must Wait in queue before being ansWered. At the 
same time, this service should be provided to make ef?cient 
use of call center resources. 

“Workforce management” systems provide important 
tools for meeting the goals of the call center. These systems 
generate forecasts of call volumes and call handling times 
based on historical data to determine hoW much staff Will be 
needed at different times of the day and Week. The systems 
then create schedules that match the staffing to anticipated 
needs. 

Calls that arrive at a call center generally are classi?ed 
into “call types” based on the dialed number and possibly 
other information such as calling number or caller responses 
to prompts from the netWork. The call center is typically 
served by an automatic call distributor (ACD), Which iden 
ti?es the call type of each incoming call and either delivers 
or queues it. Each call type may have a separate ?rst-in 
?rst-out queue in the ACD. In most existing call centers, the 
agents ansWering calls are organiZed into one or more 
“teams,” With each team having primary responsibility of 
the calls in one or more queues. This paradigm is sometimes 
referred to as “queue/team.” 

In the queue/team model, scheduling for each team can be 
done independently. Suppose, for example, that the call 
center handles calls for sales, service, and billing, and that 
each of these call types is served by a separate team. The 
schedule for sales agents Will depend on the forecast for 
sales call volume and on various constraints and preferences 
applicable to the agents being scheduled, but this schedule 
is not affected by the call volume forecast for service or 
billing. Further, Within the sales team, agents can be con 
sidered interchangeable from a call handling vieWpoint. 
Thus, Within a team, schedule start times, break times and 
the like, may be traded freely among agents in the team to 
satisfy agent preferences Without affecting scheduled call 
coverage. 

It is knoWn in the prior art to provide ACD systems that 
depart from the queue/team model described above. Calls 
are still categoriZed into call types. In place of queues for the 
call types, hoWever, queues assoicated With “skills” are 
provided. The ACD’s call distribution logic for the call type 
determines Which queue or queues a call Will occupy at 
various times before it is ansWered. Agents are not organiZed 
into teams With exclusive responsibility for speci?c queues. 
Instead, each agent has one or more identi?ed “skills” 
corresponding to the skills-based queues. Thus, both a given 
call and a given agent may be connected to multiple queues 
at the same time. Agent skills designations may be further 
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2 
quali?ed, for example, as “primary” or “secondary” skills, or 
With some other designation of skill priority or degree of 
skill attainment. The ACD call distribution logic may take 
the skill priority levels into account in its call distribution 
logic. 

In a queue/team environment, When a neW call arrived, 
the ACD determined the call type and essentially asked “Are 
there any agents available in the team that serves this call 
type?” If the ansWer Were yes, the team member Who had 
been available the longest Would be selected to handle the 
neW call. If the ansWer Were no, the call Would be queued, 
Waiting for a team member to free up. Similarly, When an 
agent became available, the agent Would get the longest 
Waiting call on any of the queues served by the agent’s team. 

In a skills-based routing environment, on the contrary, the 
“matching” of calls to agents by the ACD becomes more 
sophisticated and thus complicated. Agents Who have more 
than one skill no longer “belong” to a Well-de?ned team that 
handles a restricted set of calls. Instead, the skills de?nitions 
form “implicit” teams that overlap in complex Ways. If, for 
example, a call center has 10 skills de?ned, then agents 
could in principle have any of 1024 possible combinations 
(210) of those skills. Each skill combination could be eligible 
to handle a different subset of the incoming calls, and the 
eligible subset might vary With time of day, number of calls 
in queue, or other factors used by the ACD in its call routing 
decisions. 

Schedule of agents in a skills-based environment is thus 
a much more dif?cult problem than it is in a queue/team 
environment. In a skills-based environment, call types can 
not be considered in isolation. Thus, for example, a heavy 
volume of Service calls might place higher demands on 
multi-skilled agents, causing an unforeseen shortage of 
coverage for Billing calls. Further, agents With different 
skills cannot be considered interchangeable for call han 
dling. Thus, trading lunch times betWeen a Sales-only agent 
and a multi-skill agent might lead to over-staf?ng Sales at 
noon While under-staf?ng Service at 1:00 pm. This Would 
lead to undesirable results. Moreover, With respect to the 
needs of a particular call type, a multi-skilled agent might 
provide no help over a given span of time, might be 100% 
available for calls of that type, or might be available part of 
the time and handling other call types for another part of 
time. 

All agents having a particular combination of skills may 
be deemed a “skill group.” The central problem of skills 
based scheduling is then ?nding a Way to predict What 
fraction of scheduled agents from each skill group Will be 
available to each call type during each time interval being 
scheduled. If these fractions are knoWn, then the effect of 
different agent schedules can be generated. Unfortunately, 
no satisfactory method has been found to calculate the skill 
group availability fractions directly. These functions depend 
on the relative and absolute call volumes in each call type, 
on the particulars of the skills-based call distribution algo 
rithms in the ACD, and on the skills pro?les of the total 
scheduled agent population. Particularly as ACD skills 
based routing algorithms themselves evolve and become 
more sophisticated, the factors affecting skill group avail 
ability are too complex for direct analysis. 

Thus, there is a need to provide a mechanism to facilitate 
the production of high-quality schedules to make it easier to 
manage call centers that use skills-based routing in their 
ACDs. The present invention solves this important problem. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

It is thus a primary object of the invention to schedule 
agents in a telephone call center environment based on skill 
pro?les of the agent population. 
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It is another principal object of this invention to facilitate 
“skills-based” as opposed to “queue/team” routing of tele 
phone calls in a telephone call center. 

It is still another important object of the present invention 
to provide a computer-implemented tool to simulate call 
handling in a telephone call center to thereby schedule 
agents in a skills-based Workforce environment. 

Another important object of this invention is to simulate 
call handling in a telephone call center environment and use 
incremental scheduling to produce high-quality schedules in 
a skills-based routing environment. 

It is a more speci?c object of this invention to facilitate 
skills-based scheduling of agents in a call center using a 
simulation tool to predict What fraction of scheduled agents 
from each “skill group” Will be available to each “call type” 
during each time interval being scheduled. 

Yet another object of this invention is to provide a 
skills-based scheduling mechanism that is adaptable to a 
Wide range of speci?c ACD skills-based routing methods 
and is compatible With the constraint and preference han 
dling implementations in eXisting queue/team schedulers. 

These and other objects of this invention are provided in 
a method for skills-based scheduling method and mecha 
nism. Generally, the invention uses a feedback mechanism 
involving call handling simulation and incremental sched 
uling to produce high-quality schedules in a skills-based 
routing environment. 

In accordance With a preferred “skills-based scheduling” 
method, a computerimplemented tool is used to determine 
an optimum schedule for a plurality of scheduled agents in 
a telephone call center, each of the plurality of scheduled 
agents having a combination of de?ned skills. The plurality 
of scheduled agents are organiZed into “skill groups” With 
each group including all scheduled agents having a particu 
lar combination of skills. The method begins by generating 
a plurality of net staf?ng arrays, each net staff array asso 
ciated With a given call type and de?ning, for each time 
interval to be scheduled, an estimate of a difference betWeen 
a given staf?ng level and a staf?ng level needed to meet a 
current call handling requirement. In addition to the net 
staf?ng arrays, the method uses a plurality of skills group 
availability arrays, each skills group availability array asso 
ciated With the given call type and de?ning, for each 
combination of skill group and time interval to be scheduled, 
an estimate of a percentage of scheduled agents from each 
skill group that are available to handle a call. According to 
the method, the plurality of arrays are used to generate a 
proposed schedule for each of the plurality of scheduled 
agents. Thereafter, a call handling simulation is then run 
against the proposed schedule using a plurality of ACD call 
distribution algorithms (one for each call type being 
scheduled). Based on the results of the call handling 
simulation, the net staf?ng arrays and the skills availability 
arrays are re?ned to more accurately de?ne the net staf?ng 
and skills usage requirements. The process of generating a 
schedule and then testing that schedule through the simula 
tor is then repeated until a given event occurs. The given 
event may be a determination that the schedule meets some 

given acceptance criteria, a passage of a predetermined 
period of time, a predetermined number of iterations of the 
process, or some combination thereof. 

In a preferred embodiment, a proposed schedule is “opti 
miZed” When it provides an acceptable call handling per 
formance level and an acceptable staffing level in the simu 
lation. Once the proposed schedule is “optimized,” it may be 
further adjusted (Within a particular skill group) to accom 
modate agent preferences. 
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4 
The foregoing has outlined some of the more pertinent 

objects and features of the present invention. These objects 
should be construed to be merely illustrative of some of the 
more prominent features and applications of the invention. 
Many other bene?cial results can be attained by applying the 
disclosed invention in a different manner or modifying the 
invention as Will be described. Accordingly, other objects 
and a fuller understanding of the invention may be had by 
referring to the folloWing Detailed Description of the Pre 
ferred Embodiment. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

For a more complete understanding of the present inven 
tion and the advantages thereof, reference should be made to 
the folloWing Detailed Description taken in connection With 
the accompanying draWings in Which: 

FIG. 1 is a ?oWchart of the preferred method of the 
invention for generating an optimum schedule for a plurality 
of scheduled agents in a telephone call center; 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the skills-based system 
modeling infrastructure of the present invention; 

FIG. 3 illustrates a display interface including a pair of 
graphs generated during an initialiZation phase of the 
method, the upper graph illustrating an Average Speed of 
AnsWer (ASA) of a given call per schedule interval, and the 
loWer graph illustrating a net staff per call type per sched 
uling interval in an exemplary embodiment; 

FIG. 4A illustrates the net staff graph of FIG. 3 after a ?rst 
iteration through the scheduler; 

FIG. 4B illustrates the ASA graph and the net staff graph 
after the output of the scheduler is applied through the ACD 
simulator in the ?rst iteration; 

FIG. 5A illustrates the ASA graph and the net staff graph 
after a second iteration through the scheduler; 

FIG. 5B illustrates the ASA graph and the net staff graph 
after the output of the scheduler is applied through the ACD 
simulator during the second iteration; 

FIG. 6A illustrates the ASA graph and the net staff graph 
after a third iteration through the scheduler; 

FIG. 6B illustrates the ASA graph and the net staff graph 
after the output of the scheduler is applied through the ACD 
simulator during the third iteration; 

FIG. 7A illustrates the ASA graph and the net staff graph 
after a fourth iteration through the scheduler; and 

FIG. 7B illustrates these graphs after the output of the 
scheduler is applied through the ACD simulator during the 
fourth iteration. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

Familiarity With telephone call center operations is pre 
sumed. In such operations, it is desired to plan, schedule and 
manage Workforce personnel in an environment in Which 
there is a varying Workload by time of day and by day of 
Week to be staffed With a variable number of servers. In 
general, these servers or “agents” are required to respond to 
an event load that has been forecast to occur in the future. 
One such environment is a telephone call center in Which, 
for example, an “event” is an incoming call to the center. It 
is knoWn to provide so-called “Workforce” management 
systems that generate forecasts of call volumes and call 
handling times based on historical data, and to determine 
hoW much staff Will be needed at different times of the day 
and Week. These knoWn systems have the capability of 
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creating schedules that match the staffing to the anticipated 
needs. A representative system is described in US. Pat. No. 
5,325,292, Which patent is assigned to the assignee of this 
application. 

According to the present invention, each of a plurality of 
agents to be scheduled in the call center has a combination 
of de?ned “skills.” One or more agents are then organiZed 
into “skill groups,” each including all scheduled agents 
having a particular sub-combination of skills. Thus, for 
example, agents in skill group A have skills 1, 2 and 3, 
Wherein agents in skill group B have skills 2, 3 and 5, for 
instance. Skills designations may be further quali?ed, for 
example, as “primary” or “secondary” skills, or With some 
other designation of skill priority or degree of skill attain 
ment. In the preferred embodiment, skill priorities are 
included When organiZing agents into skill groups; in a 
particular skill group, all agents have the same skills at the 
same priority levels. It is further assumed that calls arriving 
at the call center may be classi?ed according to so-called 
“call types” based on a dialed number and (possibly) other 
information, such as the calling number or some caller 
response to netWork prompts. In the paradigm of the present 
invention, each agent has one or more identi?ed skills that 
make the agent available to handle particular call types. The 
principal goal of the invention is to create a Work schedule 
for that agent (and other agents scheduled to Work at the 
same time during a given scheduling interval) that maxi 
miZes the quality of service offered by the call center While 
making efficient use of call center resources. 

To this end, the present invention provides a method by 
Which a series of call handling simulations are run to 
generate incremental or “interim” schedules that, through a 
feedback mechanism, progress toWard some “optimum” 
scheduling solution for the call center. Apreferred technique 
for accomplishing this result is noW described. A ?oWchart 
describing the preferred technique is shoWn in FIG. 1. It 
should be appreciated that these method steps are preferably 
implemented in a computer. A representative computer is a 
personal computer or Workstation platform that is Intel x86-, 
PoWerPC®- or RISC®-based, and includes an operating 
system such as WindoWs ’95, Windows@ NT, IBM® 
OS/2®, IBM AIX®, Unix or the like. Such machines 
include a knoWn display interface (a graphical user display 
interface or “GUI”) and associated input devices (e.g., 
keyboard, mouse, etc.). 

The method begins at step 10 to generate a “net staff” 
array for each call type. The net staff array is generally a 
one-dimensional array (for each call type) that contains 
“difference” values generated (at least initially) using call 
volume forecasts and Erlang processing, all in a knoWn 
manner. The initial estimates for net staff values need not be 
extremely accurate, as they are re?ned in later iterations of 
the method as Will be described. In particular, the net staff 
array provides, for each time interval to be scheduled, the 
number of agents (usually a fractional amount) still needed 
to cover the call type’s forecast of calls for that interval. As 
scheduling proceeds, the net staff for a given interval may be 
fractional, or it may be negative if the interval is already 
over-staffed. Thus, the net staff array contains values repre 
senting the difference betWeen a currently-scheduled staff 
and an amount of staff needed to handle the call type during 
the interval, in other Words, a current estimate of the 
difference betWeen the staf?ng level provided in the current 
schedule and the staffing level needed to meet current call 
handling requirements. 

The method then continues at step 12 to generate a skills 
availability usage array for each call type. Although steps 10 
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6 
and 12 are shoWn in the ?oWchart sequentially, this is not 
required. The tWo steps may be carried out at the same time, 
or in reverse sequence. The skills availability array (only one 
of Which is shoWn) has tWo dimensions, namely, skill group 
and time interval. For each combination of skill group and 
time interval, the array provides a “current estimate” for the 
fraction of availability the call type should expect for 
scheduled agents. The initial estimates for values in this 
array need not be extremely accurate, as they are re?ned in 
later iterations of the method as Will be described. Thus, for 
example, the initial estimate may be “0” for any skill group 
that is not eligible at all for a call type, and “1/2” otherWise. 
In an alternate embodiment, the initial estimates are derived 
from historical call center data; yet another alternative is to 
set these values by simple ?xed formulas. 
The method then continues at step 14 to apply the current 

net staff array(s) and skill group availability array(s) (one for 
each call type, respectively) to a scheduler. The scheduler 
can be an extension of a knoWn schedule generation 
program, e.g., a program used for queue/team scheduling. A 
representative scheduler program is TotalVieWTM, Which is 
available from IEX Corporation, as modi?ed to do multiple 
iterations as described beloW. This program takes the net 
staff array(s) and the skill group availability array(s) input 
thereto, processes that data, and generates a ?rst iteration of 
a schedule. The schedule output from the scheduler prefer 
ably describes all staf?ng for a given period of time 
(typically one or tWo Weeks). For every agent that Will be 
assigned to Work during the schedule period, there is a 
schedule entry for every day the agent Will Work. The 
schedule entry preferably indicates What time the agent Will 
start Work, When each break or lunch period is scheduled, 
hoW long each break or lunch is, and When the agent Will 
?nish Work. The schedule may exist in several forms, 
although preferably the form used as input by the simulator 
portion (in the next step) is a simple ASCII text ?le. 

Thereafter, the method continues at step 16 by applying 
the schedule to an ACD simulator module to run a call 
handling simulation. The simulator generally performs the 
folloWing actions: (1) reads a schedule and creates simulated 
agents Who Will log in, log out, and go on breaks at the times 
indicated in the schedule (the simulator, of course, runs 
many times faster than realtime, so a particular simulation of 
a Week’s call center activity takes seconds or minutes 
depending on the siZe of the call center; (2) generates 
simulated calls that match the forecasted call volumes for 
the call types of interest; (3) delivers the simulated calls to 
the simulated agents using decision logic similar to What 
Would be used by an actual ACD, and simulates the 
agents’handling of the calls using average handle time 
statistics provided from other portions of the Workforce 
management system; (4) collects and reports statistics about 
the simulated call center including, for example, the Average 
Speed of AnsWer (ASA) for each call type, the number of 
simulated calls abandoned by the caller, and the like; (5) 
estimates the number of additional agents needed (or the 
number of surplus) for each call type at each simulated 
schedule interval (a “schedule interval” is, for example, “5” 
or “15” minutes) so that the simulated ansWer speed Would 
meet the customer’s target; and (6) keeps track of hoW much 
simulated time each simulated agent spent on each call type, 
and hoW much time each agent Was idle. Thus, the call 
handling simulation in step 16 decides What to do When each 
simulated call arrives, and When each simulated agent 
becomes free to handle another call. The speci?c call 
handling simulation may be suitably controlled by a call 
distribution algorithm that may vary depending on the type 
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of ACD being simulated and/or Whether or not the ACD 
supports multiple skills-based priority levels. 

Once the schedule is processed in this Way, a simulation 
“pass” is complete. A test is then done at step 18 to 
determine Whether the process is “complete.” If the outcome 
of the test is positive, the method branches to step 20 and 
outputs a schedule. If, hoWever, the outcome of the test at 
step 18 is negative, the method “adjusts” the net staffing and 
availability usage arrays at step 22 (as Will be described 
beloW) and then returns to step 14 to generate a revised 
schedule, Which is then applied to the simulator in a next 
“pass” or iteration. The outcome of the test at step 18 may 
depend on one or more factors, and several alternative 
approaches may then be used to determine When to stop the 
process. In a preferred embodiment, the method involves 
successively iterating and re?ning schedules multiple times. 
The results of each iteration may be presented to the user, 
Who Would then decide Whether to stop or to do another 
iteration. Thus, a positive outcome of the test at step 18 may 
occur, in effect, “manually” When the user determines that 
the process is complete. Alternatively, the method may be 
run for a ?xed number of passes through the simulator, at 
Which point a positive outcome of the test at step Would 
occur. Yet another alternative, is to run the method for a ?xed 
amount of time, With the results of the last pass before time 
expired being used. In a preferred embodiment, speci?c 
schedule quality criteria are de?ned, With the method being 
run until those criteria are satis?ed (indicating a positive 
outcome to the test at step 18). The method is compatible 
With any of these options, or With combinations of them. The 
choice of termination criteria can be different for each user, 
and a particular criteria is not essential to the invention. 

If the outcome of the test at step 18 is negative, hoWever, 
a neW “pass” or iteration Will be run. According to an 
advantageous feature of the invention, information gener 
ated during a previous simulation (and output by the 
simulator) is then used to adjust the net staf?ng and skill 
availability array(s) for the next scheduler pass. This “feed 
back” technique is designed to drive the method toWard an 
“optimum” schedule, Which typically occurs after a plurality 
of iterations. This operation Will be illustrated beloW. In a 
preferred embodiment, the information used to adjust the 
arrays may be as folloWs. As noted above, the simulator 
estimates the number of additional agents needed (or the 
number of surplus) for each call type at each simulated 
schedule interval so that the simulated speed of ansWer 
Would meet the customer’s target for that interval. This 
information is thus substituted in the “net staffing” array 
used to for the next scheduler run. Likewise, as noted above, 
the simulator keeps track of hoW much simulated time each 
simulated agent spent on each call type, and hoW much time 
each agent Was idle. This information (in addition to the list 
of skills possessed by each simulated agent) is then used to 
create the “skills” usage data that comprises the skills 
availability array for the next scheduler pass. Thus, the step 
of adjusting the arrays (step 22 in FIG. 1) preferably 
involves creating neW array(s) in Which the neW net staf?ng 
and skill group usage data is substituted for the data in the 
prior pass. 
More speci?cally, the net and skill group availability 

arrays are re?ned as folloWs. For every simulated 15-minute 
(or other) interval, the simulator keeps track of hoW many 
calls of each type arrived, and hoW many Were ansWered. It 
also keeps track of hoW much idle time each agent has. The 
?rst order approximation to the net staff is the difference 
betWeen calls offered and calls ansWered, times the average 
handle time for the call type, divided by the number of 
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8 
seconds in the schedule interval. That ?rst-order approxi 
mation is reduced by an amount calculated from the per 
centage of idle agent time, so that if all the simulated calls 
are being handled (and there is a lot of idle time), the net 
staf?ng for that interval is negative. With respect to skill 
group availability, the operation is preferably as folloWs. 
The simulator, at each simulated second, in effect looks at 
each simulated agent and increments a counter for the call 
type the agent is handling and the agent’s skill group. Those 
counters, When divided by the number agents in the skill 
group and the number of seconds in the simulation, give a 
?rst order approximation of skill group availability data 
values. In the preferred embodiment, these skills usage 
fractions are increased by proportionally allocating the per 
centage of agent idle time to the call types served during the 
agents’ non-idle time. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a block diagram of the feedback mecha 
nism. The net staffing array(s) 30 and skills availability 
array(s) 32 (in both cases, one for each call type) are 
supplied to the scheduler 34, Which outputs a “current” 
schedule 36. This current schedule is then applied to an ACD 
simulator 38, Which is controlled by a call distribution 
algorithm 40. Using call volume and average handle time 
forecasts for each call type and the current agent Work 
schedule 36, the ACD simulator simulates call arrivals, call 
distribution and call handling for each call type over the 
schedule’s time range. As noted above, the simulation 
preferably makes use of skills-based call routing decisions 
that may be speci?c to a particular brand of ACD or to a 
particular customer’s programming of its ACD. If desired, 
the ACD simulation may be run multiple times With the 
results then averaged. If the process is not complete, infor 
mation generated by the simulation is used to re?ne the net 
staf?ng array(s) 30 and the skills availability array(s) 32 
betWeen each successive iteration. Each iteration preferably 
involves a call handling simulation run by the ACD simu 
lator module. 
When the “current” schedule provides acceptable call 

handling performance and acceptable staf?ng levels, or if 
some other “termination” criteria is met, the schedule is said 
to be “optimized” and the routine ends. If desired, individual 
scheduled agents may then “trade” Work and break times to 
better match preferences (all in a knoWn manner). If this 
further re?nement is desired (and it is optional), the opti 
miZed schedule may be further processed, provided the 
trading is done taking account of skills usage data to 
maintain schedule integrity. 
The general How of processing described above applies to 

all users of the method, as Would the existence and use of the 
net staff and skills usage arrays for each call type. As noted 
above, the schedule generation program may be different for 
each user Without affecting the overall method. The only 
requirement is that the scheduling program make appropri 
ate use of the net staff and skill group availability data in 
evaluating its schedule options. Moreover, the call handling 
simulation needs to decide What to do When each simulated 
call arrives, and When each simulated agent becomes free to 
handle another call. The decision algorithms may be differ 
ent from one user to another, because they need to simulate 
the skills-based routing algorithms that Will be employed by 
the user’s particular ACD systems. Methods for simulating 
such routing algorithms and for “plugging in” speci?c 
decision modules are straightforWard and are outside the 
scope of the invention being described here. 

In particular, ACDs vary in the number and complexity of 
skills de?nitions they support for skills-based routing. For 
example, some support multiple priority levels for skills, 
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some have no priority notion, and some support “primary” 
and “secondary” skills. In some cases, multi-skilled agents 
are represented explicitly as having each of the individual 
skills; in other ACDs each agent has only one skill, so a neW 
skill must be de?ned for each combination of other skills 
that an agent might possess. Much of this per-ACD variation 
can be handled in the ACD-speci?c routing simulator mod 
ules. The method requires only that the skill group divisions 
in the agent population be understood and available to the 
method. Means for mapping a speci?c ACD’s skills repre 
sentation to a suitable internal representation for the method 
are straightforward and are outside the scope of the inven 
tion being described. 
A series of iterative schedule/simulation “runs” is noW 

illustrated to shoW hoW the inventive feedback technique 
drives the method toWard a high quality schedule. Each of 
the ?gures described beloW includes tWo separate graphs, an 
upper graph illustrating an Average Speed of AnsWer (ASA) 
of a given call per schedule interval, and the loWer graph 
illustrating a net staff per call type per scheduling interval. 
FIG. 3 shoWs these graphs upon initialiZation (i.e. before a 
?rst pass) With call volume forecast data for three Call Types 
over an 8-hour (15-minute schedule periods) day. The ASA 
graph is blank because the ACD simulation has yet to run. 

In this illustrative scenario, Call Type 1 has a steady 
volume of calls all day long, Call Type 2 has a mid-morning 
peak and a mid-afternoon peak, and Call Type 3 has a single 
mid-day peak. From the call volume data, the routine 
calculates an initial estimate of staffing needed for each Call 
Type, Which is shoWn on the loWer graph as negative “net 
staff” values for each interval. The initial staff calculation is 
done using standard techniques With each Call Type con 
sidered separately. In other Words, any large-team ef?cien 
cies possibly gained by using skills routing to share agents 
among the Call Types can be ignored for the initial estimate, 
since the net staff Will be re?ned as the process iterates. Also, 
initial estimates have been created for What fraction of time 
agents from each skill group Will spend on handling each of 
the Call Types during each schedule interval. These esti 
mates are the “skills usage” data (i.e., the skills availability 
array(s)) as previously described. As previously noted, the 
initial skills usage estimates can be crude because they also 
Will be re?ned as the process iterates. 

FIG. 4A illustrates the graph of net staff versus schedule 
interval after making a ?rst pass through the scheduler. This 
is the ?rst pass at creating an agent schedule, using the initial 
net staff and skills usage estimates. In this example, to get 
Call Type 3 adequately staffed, the scheduler had to greatly 
over-staff Call Types 1 and 2. This is because the initial skills 
usage estimates Were unrealistically high. FIG. 4B illustrates 
the output of the ?rst pass through the simulator. As noted 
above, the simulator simulates the handling of the predicted 
call volume by the agents in the ?rst schedule attempt. The 
results are (as expected) not acceptable. Long call delays 
build up at the beginning and end of the day (as seen in the 
Average Speed of AnsWer graph), and in the middle of the 
day all the Call Types are signi?cantly over-staffed (as seen 
in the net staff graph). This output, hoWever, provides a ?rst 
re?nement of the net staff data and a more realistic vieW of 
skills usage data. Both the net staff and skills usage data the 
serve as input for a second scheduling pass, as previously 
described. 

FIG. 5A shoWs the second schedule run. The ASA graph 
in FIG. 5A is the same as that shoWn in FIG. 4B. With the 
more realistic net staff and skills usage data to Work With, the 
perceived over-staf?ng and under-staf?ng is smoothed out, 
and agent-hours have been cut from the original schedule. 
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FIG. 5B illustrates the results of the second pass through the 
simulator. The results are much better than the results of the 
?rst simulation run, although the simulated call center is still 
someWhat over-staffed in total. The results of this simulation 
provides input to another round of re?nement on the net staff 
and skills usage estimates, and then a third schedule run is 
made. 

FIG. 6A shoWs the third schedule run. Again, the ASA 
graph of FIG. 6A is the same as that shoWn in FIG. 5B. The 
third schedule pass again smoothes out the perceived under 
staf?ng and over-staf?ng, and trims a feW more hours from 
the total schedule. FIG. 6B shoWs the results of the third 
simulator pass. The outputs are moving toWard acceptable 
levels. In particular, the speed of ansWer performance is 
generally in the desired range, and the mid-day over-staf?ng 
is not too great. This schedule may be acceptable, hoWever, 
in this scenario, one more pass is made. Once again, another 
round of re?nement is ?rst made on the net staff and skills 
usage data for the scheduler to Work With. 

FIG. 7A shoWs the fourth and (in this case) ?nal schedule 
run. The ASA graph of FIG. 7A is the same as that shoWn 
in FIG. 6B. This ?nal run trims a bit more from the total 
scheduled agent-hours, and it has redistributed agents 
slightly to reduce the mid-day over-staf?ng. FIG. 7B shoWs 
the output of the fourth simulation run. The change from the 
previous schedule and simulation is subtle, but positive. At 
this point, the iterative process is considered complete 
(given the probability of diminishing returns in future 
passes), and the last schedule is then used for actual call 
center scheduling. 
The above techniques are exemplary, and one of ordinary 

skill in the art Will appreciate that many variations are 
possible. Thus, for example, While the net staf?ng array(s) 
are described as individual one-dimensional arrays (one per 
call type), it is envisioned that these array(s) may be 
processed as a tWo-dimensional table (call types by time 
intervals). LikeWise, While the skills availability array(s) are 
described as individual tWo-dimensional arrays (one per call 
type), these array(s) may be processed as a three 
dimensional structure (call types by skill type by time 
interval). Moreover, all such information may be combined 
in a multi-dimensional data structure such that the net staff 
and skills usage data is all processed, in effect, simulta 
neously. Thus, the individual method steps (e.g., steps 10 
and 12 in FIG. 1) should be broadly construed to cover 
distinct and/or interdependent processing of such data, 
Whether the data is maintained in individual data arrays or 
multi-dimensional data structures. 
As noted above, each of the components of the skills 

based scheduling method and system is preferably softWare, 
and thus one of the preferred implementations of the inven 
tion is as a set of instructions (program code) in a code 
module resident in the random access memory of the com 
puter. Until required by the computer, the set of instructions 
may be stored in another computer memory, for example, in 
a hard disk drive, or in a removable memory such as an 

optical disk (for eventual use in a CD ROM) or ?oppy disk 
(for eventual use in a ?oppy disk drive), or doWnloaded via 
the Internet or other computer netWork. In addition, although 
the various methods described are conveniently imple 
mented in a general purpose computer selectively activated 
or recon?gured by softWare, one of ordinary skill in the art 
Would also recogniZe that such methods may be carried out 
in hardWare, in ?rmWare, or in more specialiZed apparatus 
constructed to perform the required method steps. 
Use of the present invention provides numerous advan 

tages. In accordance With the present invention, ACD call 
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distribution algorithms are used in evaluating candidate 
schedules. The reverse is also possible. In particular, by 
taking a given schedule and running the schedule through 
the simulation portion (While varying the ACD call distri 
bution algorithms), a “What if’ tool is created to evaluate 
possible changes in the ACD programming. The tWo uses 
can then iterate and be used interchangeably. One could 
generate a schedule as described above, then use the simu 
lator to play With the ACD call distribution, then generate a 
neW schedule tuned to the neW distribution algorithm, etc. 

Having thus described our invention, What We claim as 
neW and desire to secure by Letters Patent is set forth in the 
folloWing claims: 
What is claimed is: 
1. Amethod, using a computer, of determining an ef?cient 

schedule for a plurality of scheduled agents in a telephone 
call center, each of the plurality of scheduled agents having 
a combination of de?ned skills and Wherein the plurality of 
scheduled agents may be organiZed into skill groups each 
including all scheduled agents having a particular combina 
tion of skills, comprising the steps of: 

(a) generating net staf?ng data per call type de?ning, for 
each time interval to be scheduled, an estimate of a 
difference betWeen a given staf?ng level and a staf?ng 
level needed to meet a current call handling require 
ment; 

(b) generating skills group availability data per call type 
de?ning, for each combination of skill group and time 
interval to be scheduled, an estimate of a percentage of 
scheduled agents from each skill group that are avail 
able to handle a call; 

(c) using the net staf?ng data and the skills group avail 
ability data to generate a schedule for each of the 
plurality of scheduled agents; 

(d) running a call handling simulation against the sched 
ule; 

(e) adjusting the net staf?ng data and the skills availability 
data as a result of the call handling simulation, and 

(f) repeating steps (c)—(e) until an output schedule occurs. 
2. The method as described in claim 1 Wherein the output 

schedule is generated When the schedule meets some given 
acceptance criteria. 

3. The method as described in claim 2 Wherein the given 
acceptance criteria include an acceptable call handling per 
formance level and an acceptable staf?ng level. 

4. The method as described in claim 1 Wherein the output 
schedule is generated after a passage of a predetermined 
period of time. 

5. The method as described in claim 1 Wherein the output 
schedule is generated after a predetermined number of 
iterations of steps (c)—(e). 

6. The method as described in claim 1 further including 
the step of: 

(g) adjusting the schedule to accommodate agent prefer 
ences. 

7. The method as described in claim 6 Wherein the 
adjusting step is performed Within a skill group. 

8. The method as described in claim 6 Wherein the 
adjusting step is performed across skill group boundaries 
Whenever prede?ned schedule quality criteria are not com 
promised by such adjustments. 

9. The method as described in claim 1 Wherein the step of 
adjusting the net staffing data includes generating, for each 
time interval, a neW estimate of the difference betWeen a 
given staffing level and a staffing level needed to meet a 
current call handling requirement. 
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10. The method as described in claim 1 Wherein the step 

of adjusting the skills availability data includes generating, 
for each combination of skill group and time interval to be 
scheduled, a neW estimate of a percentage of scheduled 
agents from each skill group that are available to handle a 
call. 

11. The method as described in claim 1 Wherein the call 
handling simulation in step (d) comprises a set of one or 
more passes through an automatic call distributor (ACD) 
simulator. 

12. The method as described in claim 11 Wherein a 
plurality of passes through the ACD simulator are averaged. 

13. The method as described in claim 1 Wherein step (c) 
is performed by a scheduler. 

14. A method, using a computer, of determining an 
ef?cient schedule for a plurality of scheduled agents in a 
telephone call center, each of the plurality of scheduled 
agents having a combination of de?ned skills and Wherein 
the plurality of scheduled agents may be organiZed into skill 
groups each including all scheduled agents having a par 
ticular combination of skills, comprising the steps of: 

(a) generating a plurality of net staffing arrays, each net 
staff array associated With a given call type and 
de?ning, for each time interval to be scheduled, an 
estimate of a difference betWeen a given staf?ng level 
and a staffing level needed to meet a current call 
handling requirement; 

(b) generating a plurality of skills group availability 
arrays, each skills group availability array associated 
With the given call type and de?ning, for each combi 
nation of skill group and time interval to be scheduled, 
an estimate of a percentage of scheduled agents from 
each skill group that are available to handle a call; 

(c) using the plurality of arrays generated in steps (a)—(b) 
to generate a schedule for each of the plurality of 
scheduled agents; 

(d) running a call handling simulation against the sched 
ule generated in step (c) using an ACD call distribution 
algorithm selected from a group of ACD call distribu 
tion algorithms; 

(e) re?ning the net staffing arrays and the skills availabil 
ity arrays as a result of the call handling simulation, and 

(f) repeating steps (c)—(e) until a given event occurs, the 
given event selected from the group of events consist 
ing of a determination that the schedule meets some 
given acceptance criteria, a passage of a predetermined 
period of time, predetermined number of iterations of 
steps (c)—(e), and a combination thereof. 

15. The method as described in claim 14 further including 
the step of 

(g) adjusting the schedule to accommodate agent prefer 
ences. 

16. The method as described in claim 15 Wherein the 
adjusting step is performed Within a skill group. 

17. The method as described in claim 14 Wherein the step 
of re?ning the net staf?ng arrays includes, for each said 
array, generating, for each time interval, a neW estimate of 
the difference betWeen a given staffing level and a staf?ng 
level needed to meet a current call handling requirement. 

18. The method as described in claim 14 Wherein the step 
of re?ning the skills availability arrays includes, for each 
said array, generating, for each combination of skill group 
and time interval to be scheduled, a neW estimate of a 
percentage of scheduled agents from each skill group that 
are available to handle a call. 

19. A computer program product in a computer-readable 
medium for use in a computer for determining an ef?cient 
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schedule for a plurality of scheduled agents in a telephone 
call center, each of the plurality of scheduled agents having 
a combination of de?ned skills and Wherein the plurality of 
scheduled agents may be organiZed into skill groups each 
including all scheduled agents having a particular combina 
tion of skills, the computer program product comprising: 

?rst means for generating net staf?ng data per call type 
de?ning, for each time interval to be scheduled, an 
estimate of a difference betWeen a given staf?ng level 
and a staffing level needed to meet a current call 
handling requirement; 

second means for generating skills group availability data 
per call type de?ning, for each combination of skill 
group and time interval to be scheduled, an estimate of 
a percentage of scheduled agents from each skill group 
that are available to handle a call; 

third means responsive to the ?rst and second means for 
generating a schedule for each of the plurality of 
scheduled agents; 

fourth means for running a call handling simulation 
against the schedule; and 

?fth means responsive to the fourth means for re?ning the 
net staf?ng array and the skills availability data as a 
result of the call handling simulation for a subsequent 
iteration. 

20. A computer program product in a computer-readable 
medium for use in a computer for determining an ef?cient 
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schedule for a plurality of scheduled agents in a telephone 
call center, each of the plurality of scheduled agents having 
a combination of de?ned skills and Wherein the plurality of 
scheduled agents may be organiZed into skill groups each 
including all scheduled agents having a particular combina 
tion of skills, the computer program product comprising: 
means for generating a data structure comprising (a) a net 

staffing array per call type de?ning, for each time 
interval to be scheduled, an estimate of a difference 
betWeen a given staf?ng level and a staf?ng level 
needed to meet a current call handling requirement, and 
(b) a skills group availability array per call type 
de?ning, for each combination of skill group and time 
interval to be scheduled, an estimate of a percentage of 
scheduled agents from each skill group that are avail 
able to handle a call; 

means responsive to the generating means for creating a 
schedule for each of the plurality of scheduled agents; 

means responsive to the schedule creating means for 
simulating an operation of the telephone call center 
using the schedule; and 

means responsive to the simulating means for re?ning 
each net staf?ng array and each skills availability array 
as a result of the telephone call center simulation for a 
subsequent iteration. 

* * * * * 


